The pattern of cytokine gene expression induced in rat T cells specific for myelin basic protein depends on the type and quality of antigenic stimulus.
Rat T cells reactive against myelin basic protein (MBP) are exclusively, CD4+ CD8- CD45RC-, inevitably produce abundant IFN-gamma, and appear to correspond to members of the Th1 CD4+ T cell subset characterized in mice. To ascertain the basis of the pathogenic activity of these cells, we studied their pattern of cytokine expression in response to activation by distinct TCR ligands. Using RT-PCR and Northern blot assays to quantify cytokine gene production and cytokine production from intact cells, we show that (i) rat MBP-reactive T cells express IL-2, IFN-gamma, and TNF-alpha as well as IL-5 and IL-10; (ii) cytokine production is not an all or nothing phenomenon, but rather varies according to the type and dose of TCR ligand, leading to variation in the pattern of cytokine production, or dissociation between cytokine production and cell proliferation; and (iii) nonencephalitogenic T cells do not differ appreciably from their encephalitogenic counterparts in ability to produce major cytokines.